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Wartime Emergency and the Education
of Deaf Children, 1941–1944
Clifton F. Carbin
Donna J. Fano
OSD-SJW Archives and Museum

Introduction
According to historical accounts, three Canadian schools for deaf children temporarily vacated their premises during
World War II (1939–1945). Under the British Commonwealth Air Training Plan, the Manitoba School for the Deaf in Winnipeg
was the third wireless school site for the Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF), from February 17, 1941, to December 31, 1944. In
Vancouver, British Columbia, the RCAF took over the grounds of Jericho Hill School for the Deaf, which was in proximity to
the RCAF Station Jericho Beach, from early 1942 to December 1945. And the Ontario School for the Deaf (OSD) in Belleville
was home to the RCAF No. 5 Initial Training School (RCAF #5 ITS) for potential aircrew from August 1, 1941, to July 15, 1944
(Figure 1). (Please note that the Ontario School for the Deaf [OSD] is currently named Sir James Whitney School for the Deaf.)

Figure 1: A photo of the Ontario School for the Deaf ’s main building during wartime.1
1
Courtesy of Robert K. Loney. The OSD Main School, as pictured during the wartime occupancy of the campus buildings by the RCAF No. 5 Initial
Training School, 1941–1944.
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Wartime Emergency and Education
This article2 recounts information about the RCAF taking over OSD, the school for the deaf in Belleville, Ontario,
to serve as one of Canada’s seven introductory aviation training establishments. Close to the end of World War II, OSD
experienced a threat to its existence. The idea emerged that deaf children should be placed in regular public schools for their
education, which would close OSD altogether. The outraged response from the deaf community was swift and effective, as
discussed in this article.

The Unexpected Turnover
OSD students in Belleville had just put their books away for summer vacation on Wednesday, June 18, 1941, and
returned home with their trunks. Everything had proceeded as normal, with no indication that the school would be taken
over for the war effort.
Sometime during that month, Lieutenant-Colonial Goodwin Gibson, the real estate advisor for the Federal Department
of National Defence in Ottawa, surveyed potential initial training sites across the country for its air corps. On Friday, July
4, 1941, he quietly conferred with senior oﬃcials in the Ontario provincial government, and by the following Monday, he
had submitted a formal request to release the grounds and buildings at OSD “on loan” and “rent free” for use as a primary
air training school at the earliest possible date. On Wednesday, July 9, 1941, the Honorable Harry C. Nixon, the provincial
secretary and acting minister of education, announced the disposition of the turnover to the federal authorities. News went
out the next day and spread like wildﬁre in local papers across Ontario, shocking and upsetting the school’s staﬀ, pupils,
parents, and the Belleville and deaf communities. Everyone feared that OSD would close for the coming school year and may
never open again following the war. (See Appendix A for contemporaneous newspaper articles on this topic.)
When the hysteria settled, it became clear that OSD would remain open, with the understanding that it was subject to
an emergency relocation. However, the RCAF’s takeover of the school’s campus was distracting and disruptive. William John
Morrison (1883–1967), the school’s seventh superintendent from 1935 to 1953 (Figure 2), was completely caught oﬀ guard
when a provincial government oﬃcial notiﬁed him mere hours ahead of the turnover announcement. He had just 22 days
to move the school out of its premises and prepare the buildings for the RCAF’s occupancy by Friday, August 1, 1941. He
recalled every one of his employees from their summer break to assist with the packing as much as possible. Men from the
city came with moving trucks.
Hastily moved from OSD to temporarily leased buildings on the city’s east end were oﬃce furniture, ﬁling cabinets, desks
of all sizes, blackboards, dormitory beds and bedding, equipment, supplies, items from the school inﬁrmary, library books,
and even a grand piano. Much of the play equipment, such as slides and swings, was also removed and transported to the sites.
Everything else, including school records dating from 1870 and other vital documents, were packed, stored, and locked in
Wood Hall, where the print shop and the shoe shop were located. As the RCAF did not occupy the school’s farm, it continued
to maintain a supply of milk and eggs for the pupils.

Figure 2: William John Morrison, the school’s seventh superintendent.

2

Adapted from the booklet created by the authors.
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In the early stages of OSD’s move, Superintendent Morrison sent letters to parents, explaining the takeover situation. He
also asked them not to send their children back to school until further notice. A letter about the status of OSD as a training
ground for the RCAF was sent to all superintendents of Canadian and American schools for deaf children. It also appeared in
the November 1941 issue of the American Annals of the Deaf (Figure 3).

Figure 3: A letter to the community from the school’s superintendent.

Temporary Relocation of OSD
Ontario’s provincial government rented some buildings in Belleville to accommodate makeshift classrooms and
residences for some 200 OSD pupils no older than 16 years of age. It also made arrangements with the school boards in Toronto,
Hamilton, London, and Windsor to establish day classes for 67 returning and some new pupils, ages 5 to 21. In return, seven
trained teachers on loan and payroll from OSD were sent to these locations. Many employable 17- and 18-year-olds who would
have returned to their vocational training at the Belleville school found jobs through the National Society of the Deaf and Hard
of Hearing (oﬃcially renamed the Canadian Hearing Society in 1956 and the Canadian Hearing Services in 2020).

Temporary City Buildings for OSD
Carpenters, painters, and plumbers hurriedly and busily made alterations to convert several leased buildings into
temporary accommodations for the school’s oﬃces, dormitories, dining rooms, and classrooms. Additional facilities were
refitted as they became available. The school delayed its opening to Wednesday, October 15, 1941, to allow the workers and
staﬀ extra preparation time. (Figure 4 shows the original map of the Department of Public Works used for OSD’s temporary
school quarters.)
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Wartime Emergency and Education

Figure 4: An original map prepared by the Ontario Department of Public Works,
September 25, 1941.

A number of city buildings were needed for the school to carry out its operations for the duration of the RCAF’s occupancy
of OSD. (Figures 5–19 show these buildings and the pupils and staff who were involved.) All housing placement for the pupils
was based on, but not limited to, their appropriate ages in groups of juniors (ages 5–11 years), intermediates (ages 12–13 years),
and seniors (ages 14–16 years).
The 34th Field Battery Building (188 Church Street)

Figure 5: The 34th Field Battery Building.3

This red brick structure on Church Street, owned by the federal government and commonly known as the 34th Field Battery
Building of the Royal Canadian Artillery, housed most manual training shops in sewing, cooking, woodworking, and carpentry
on the ﬁrst ﬂoor for senior students. The upstairs housed four academic classes, including one with typewriters and duplicating
equipment. It also had a piano room to allow all the pupils in rhythm programs to feel the music and facilitate speech.
Around 1958, a wrecking crew demolished the building, and the site became a parking lot for the Hastings and Prince
Edward Regiment Belleville Armories.
3

OSD Lease Unit No. 1, Aug. 1, 1941. Just for a dollar ($1.00), no monthly rental.
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Figure 6: A junior-class birthday party in the 34th Field Battery Building, 1941–1942.4

St. Thomas Anglican Rectory House, Parish Hall, and Garage (79 and 81 Bridge Street East)

Figure 7: Rectory House.5

Figure 8: Parish House.

4
5

Left to right: Jean Silver, Robert Hill, Nancy Bogaert, Joan Balyx, William Kurylo, Bill Brigham, Maxine
OSD Lease Unit Nos. 2 & 3, Aug. 1, 1941. Monthly rental: $175.00.
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To the left of Rectory House, the steepled Parish House (a.k.a. Parish Hall) had classrooms on the main ﬂoor for
intermediate pupils and in the basement for junior classes, and it had two “make-do” classrooms in the upstairs gallery. It is now
a dining room annexed to the retirement residence, using 85 Bridge Street East as its current address.

Figure 9: Miss Helen Marie Keeler’s junior class from the Rectory Parish Hall, 1942–1943.6

Figure 10: A two-car garage.

An old wooden drafty two-car garage behind Rectory House was set up for the senior boys to learn agricultural skills, such
as harness making. The workers installed a furnace and stovepipe in the wall to heat the shop during the winter.

6

Back row (left to right): _____, Howard House, Marion Smith, Jacqueline Desjardins, William Munroe, James McAlpine. Front row (left
to right): _____, _____, Joyce McMahon, Peter DeRose, Bobby [unknown]. Note: According to the class list, the blanks are presumed to
be, not in order, George Dodd, Peter Klym, and Emerson Leslie.
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Rankin House (197 Charles Street)

Figure 11: Rankin House.7

This dwelling with a mansard roof on the corner of Bridge Street East was a residence accommodating about 29 senior girls.
The only drawback was the very limited closet space for their wardrobes. They walked to Clare House for their daily meals.
Fourteen-year-old Olga Bodnor wrote a description of the building for a May 1942 edition of the school’s paper, The
Canadian: “There are two chesterﬁelds, many wicker chairs, ﬁve tables, and a sewing machine in the living room. Sometimes
we go there to write, to play games or to sew. There is a large ﬁreplace and two radiators. We like the Rankin House very much.”
The white structure in the picture is an addition installed after the war.

Clare House (178 Bridge Street East)
This three-story house on the corner of Albert Street was a residence for 21 junior girls. It also had large kitchens and two
dining rooms to feed additional pupils coming over each day from Rectory House, Connor House, and Rankin House. Although
the structure’s two long ﬂights of stairs were not ideal, the third ﬂoor contained two improvised inﬁrmary wards for the entire
school, each holding ten beds.
The building still exists as a private home.

Figure 12: Clare House.8

7
8

OSD Lease Unit No. 4, Aug. 1, 1941. Monthly rental: $75.00.
OSD Lease Unit No. 5, Sept. 1, 1941. Monthly rental: $110.00.
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Lazier House (75 Victoria Avenue)

Figure 13: Lazier House.9

This magniﬁcent house on Kirklawn property at the corner of Victoria Avenue and John Street served as a residence and
dining facility for the youngest children. Approximately 20 girls and 20 boys lived in it, and it previously had four apartments
to rent.
In 1966, Lazier House was torn down to make way for the construction of the Regency Apartments, a seven-story and
52-suite structure.

Mouck House (257 Bleecker Avenue)
Located on a large property at the corner of Bleecker and Victoria Avenues, Mouck House was a residence and dining
facility for about 53 senior boys. The contractors added extra electricity wire and two new water tanks.

Figure 14: Mouck House.10

The boys watered the west lawn in the winter months to create an outdoor ice rink where all the residential students from
other houses could skate and play hockey. Once in a while, the good-hearted ﬁremen hooked up the hydrant to ﬂood it for them.
Mouck House was demolished in the 1950s. In its place, the Sons of Jacob Synagogue and a two-story apartment building
were built in 1955, with their addresses known as 211 and 215 Victoria Avenue, respectively.

9
10

OSD Lease Unit No. 6, Sept. 15, 1941. Monthly rental: $250.00.
Photo courtesy of the late Majorie Carter (née Tucker) Hodgson; OSD Lease Unit No. 7, Oct. 1, 1941. Monthly rental: $80.00.
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Bridge Street United Church (60 Bridge Street)

Figure 15: Bridge Street United Church.11

At the corner of Bridge Street East and Church Street, this church had two classrooms and a gymnasium set up in the
basement auditorium. It was also the site for infrequent staﬀ meetings.
On a few occasions, the men’s club of the parish invited deaf boys and girls to entertain the airmen from RCAF #5 ITS and
some sailors. Some of the activities included performances from a rhythm band formed by the children, the men clapping their
hands, several girls tap-dancing, and the men singing “God Save the King,” “Under the Spreading Chestnut Tree,” and “The Old
Mill Stream.” Attendees enjoyed a bunch of cakes, pickles, sandwiches, and water as well.

Connor House (203 Charles Street)

Figure 16: Connor House.12

Twenty-eight intermediate girls lived in this large house, located between Bridge Street East and Queen Street. The
contractors had to install two extra water tanks, showers, and toilets to accommodate them. They walked to nearby Clare House
for their daily meals.
This dwelling remains today as it was then.

11
12

OSD Lease Unit No. 8, undated. Monthly rental: $80.00.
OSD Lease Unit No. 9, Dec. 1, 1941. Monthly rental: $75.00.
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Bull House (265 Charles Street)

Figure 17: Bull House.13

This house, which still exists, was a residential home for 13- and 14-year-old intermediate boys. Since the war, it has had
many uses. For example, in 1978 it became a group home for developmentally challenged deaf individuals, known as Sign
Inn. By 1990, they had moved into the community with support from the Quinte Hearing Handicapped Community Services
Association.
Today, this organization is currently the Community Visions and Networking (Quinte) and holds only oﬃces to serve
Prince Edward County, Quinte West, and Belleville.

Wilson House (227 William Street)

Figure 18: Wilson House.14

This dwelling was the temporary home for Superintendent William J. Morrison and his wife, Belle. The movers brought in
most of the furniture from the superintendent’s house at OSD.
Its location was a short leisurely walk to and from the city’s famous Corby Rose Garden.
Today, it still exists as a private residence.

13
14

OSD Lease Unit No. 10, Aug. 15, 1942. Monthly rental: $60.00.
OSD Lease Unit No. N/A. Monthly rental: N/A.
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Benford House (235 Bleecker Avenue)

Figure 19: Benford House.15

This framed house at the corner of Bleecker Avenue and Queen Street served as a laundry plant, outfitted with many
washing machines, a dry-spinning extractor, ironing boards, and folding tables for the six residences of pupils. Large wicker
baskets of clothes were carried or bussed over on scheduled days.
John “Jack” Wesley Hodgson (1915–2002), a teacher at the school from 1938 to 1977, remembered and wrote in 1980 the
following: “In the spring, the house became an island surrounded by water which accumulated in the low area.” By water, he
meant “melting snow.”
It is still standing as a private residence today.
Historical photos of OSD students in temporary city buildings from 1941 to 1944 can be seen in Appendix B. Additional
historical photos of the RCAF using the school campus can be seen in Appendix C.

Impact on the School for Deaf Children’s Campus, 1941 to 1944
The OSD campus underwent some physical alternations to accommodate the needs of the RCAF. By all accounts, the RCAF
found the school campus to be appropriate and useful for military training purposes. The following legend provides information
regarding the impact of OSD’s turnover to the RCAF.

Figure 20: Aerial view of the Ontario School for the Deaf, 1963.

15

OSD Lease Unit No. N/A. Monthly rental: N/A.
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#1 – JUNIOR RESIDENCE used as quarters for RCAF commanding oﬃcers; left basement with a built-in dining room and
kitchen for junior boys and girls as a gift to OSD.
#2 – PARADE GROUND built by the RCAF; left as a gift to OSD; became a parking lot for school staﬀ and visitors.
#3 – DRILL HALL built by the RCAF; left as a gift to OSD; became a gymnasium for boys and girls (Figure 21).
#4 – GIRLS RESIDENCE used as the West Barracks for other ranking RCAF personnel and trainees (Figure 22).
#5 – MAIN SCHOOL used as RCAF administrative headquarters and classrooms (Figure 23).
#6 – INDOOR PISTOL RANGE built by the RCAF [hidden]; left as a gift to OSD; became a metal shop for older boys (Figure 24).
#7 – BOYS RESIDENCE used as the East Barracks for noncommissioned RCAF oﬃcers.
#8 – SENTRY GUARD POST set up by the RCAF at main entrance gate in 1941; removed in 1944.
XX – BARBED-WIRE FENCING installed by the RCAF around a section of OSD in 1941; removed in 1944.

Figure 21: Drill hall built by the RCAF, 1941–1942. It was demolished in 1972.

Figure 22: Girls residence, double-decker bunk beds in one of
eight barracks dormitories.

Figure 23: The RCAF installed iron security bars on all Main School
basement windows, 1941–1942. They were removed in 2016.

Figure 24: Indoor pistol range built by
the RCAF, 1941–1942. It was demolished
in 1970.
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A Wave of Protest
Why were protests needed to save OSD toward the end of the World War II? The fact that deaf children had been successfully
educated away from OSD’s campus during the takeover gave some policymakers the wrong idea that a special school was not
necessary. The rumored threat to OSD’s existence was confirmed when the Ontario Department of Education made plans to
close the school permanently and offer only day classes for deaf children in local public schools. A wave of protests erupted,
particularly from the Ontario Association of the Deaf, whose membership largely comprised Belleville school graduates.
This organization and some individuals wrote powerful letters listing reasons why OSD should not be closed. The Honorable
George Drew, the province’s premier from 1942 to 1948, took a day trip to Belleville on Monday, May 15, 1944, to inspect OSD
classrooms and residences in temporary city buildings, and he toured the school’s premises occupied by the RCAF. On his return
to Toronto, he notiﬁed Superintendent Morrison the next day by telegram and made a public announcement that OSD would
return to its former buildings and grounds soon after the withdrawal of RCAF #5 ITS in July. With the move partially completed,
OSD reopened on Tuesday, September 20, 1944. Everyone was overjoyed to see the school back at its old stomping grounds since
1870. Newspaper articles on the return of the school campus to OSD can be seen in Appendix D.

Unveiling of RCAF No. 5 ITS Plaque
Fifty years later, on Saturday, September 17, 1994, OSD was privileged to host a special Canadian military remembrance
event. The 418 Wing RCAF Association in Belleville organized a reunion weekend for the RCAF #5 ITS graduates, with some
55 men in their seventies and eighties traveling to the event. Many dignitaries, such as the city mayor and government oﬃcials,
were also present. With cadets and a band from the RCAF Air Base in Trenton, the air veterans paraded with them in front of
the main school building. They then stood at attention for addresses and unveiled a commemorative plaque aﬃxed to an exterior
southeast corner of the building, dedicated to all airmen who had received their training at RCAF #5 ITS, especially those who
had lost their lives in the war. Paul Stacey Bartu, the school’s 11th superintendent from 1993 to 1998, said, “This plaque on the
wall will serve as a real cherished symbol of the partnership between the Ontario School for the Deaf and ITS.” (Figure 25 shows
the presentation from Superintendent Bartu, and Figure 26 shows the plaque.) Newspaper clippings on the 50th anniversary of
the RCAF reunion can be seen in Appendix E.
Fifty homing pigeons were released near the end of the ceremony, and there was an impressive ﬂyby of C-130 Hercules
aircraft from the Trenton RCAF Air Base. (The aircraft can be seen in Figure 27.)

Figure 25: Courtesy of 418 Wing RCAF Association, Belleville. Pictured is SJW Superintendent Paul S. Bartu on the platform,
speaking to the airmen, guests, students, staﬀ, and alumni. Beside him is Dale Abel, the school’s American Sign Language interpreter.
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Figure 26: A photo of the RCAF No. 5 ITS plaque.

Figure 27: A C-130 Hercules aircraft.
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Appendix A: Newspaper articles about the RCAF taking over two schools
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The Daily Star
(Toronto),
July 10, 1941, p. 2

The Daily Star
(Toronto),
Aug. 9, 1941, p. 2

The Daily Star (Toronto),
Aug. 27, 1941, p. 3

The following is an excerpt from a lengthy
article entitled “New No. 5 Training School
Runs at Streamline Speed” in The Daily Star
(Toronto), August 16, 1941, p. 32.
On Monday, Wing Commander Dave Harding
was told to establish a new air school. On Friday,
the school was open with 223 trainees and a staﬀ.

This, in two sentences, is the story of No. 5 Initial Air Training School ... formerly the Ontario School for the Deaf ... at Belleville.
No air training unit in this, or any other land, was ever whipped together so quickly.
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Appendix B: Photos of OSD students in temporary buildings, 1941–1944

								
								
								
								
								
Appendix C: Photos of the RCAF

Miss Reta Rose Mary Hanley’s Junior Class, 1943–1944
Back row (left to right): Sheilagh Kerr, Alan Dale.
Front row (left to right): Elsie Cushing, Joan Cullen,
Ellen Summers, Robert Reid, Delbert Green, William
Gardner, Wilfred Saumure, Charles Beaumont.

New airmen trainees marching in front of the main school building at OSD during a cold gray dawn, 1942–1943.
Photo reproduction courtesy of Robert K. Loney, son of former RCAF No. 5 ITS airman Duncan R. Loney.
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Recruits in their one-piece flight suits, 1943

Marching on the north side of the drill hall.

Sporting gas masks/anti-gas respirators.

M Flight, Course 63, No. 5 I.T.S. Belleville, Ont. 5-12-42.
One of the RCAF #5 ITS trainees in the above picture was John Harold Doran (circled). After the war, he had a son, John Joseph
Doran (inset, 1947–2018), who became a teacher at OSD in 1970 and retired in 2002.
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Left to right: Mr. Knight teaching precision surface grinding
to students Stewart DePencier [hidden], Jimmy Howitt,
Wayne Wilson, and Ted Manktelow.

Only one out of 6,664 trainees at RCAF #5 ITS between 1941 and 1944 became a teacher at OSD. Irwin White Knight (1915–
2009) completed his 10-week aviation course in 1942 and received his wings at another ITS site in 1944. He taught machines
and welding to older deaf boys from 1962 until his retirement in 1980. On September 17, 1994, Knight returned to the school to
join his comrades for the RCAF #5 ITS commemorative event.
Appendix D: Newspaper articles about the return of OSD

SASLJ, Vol. 5, No. 1 - Spring/Summer 2021		

70

Wartime Emergency and Education

SASLJ, Vol. 5, No. 1 - Spring/Summer 2021		

71

Carbin & Fano
Appendix E: Newspaper articles about the 50th anniversary of the RCAF
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